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Photos remind us of the claim or disposition to remember, as Giorgio 
Agamben’s plausible thesis goes – and the idea of a Judgement Day is only a 
metaphor for a future that commemorates (and it is the night of the same day) 
(Agamben, 2005). This claim is not only voiced by the victims of genocides and 
mass murders. It is conventional. Art deals with this claim – in the examples pre-
sented thusfar with critical emphasis.
The presented works reflect the failing or failure of memory, the inevability 
of forgetting, and – to stress this again – this happens on the occasion of try-
ing to remember the past by way of narratives and photographs, the apparently 
most important media of remembrance. Blurry, darkened, destroyed pictures, 
those that refuse any reliable observation may point out, similar to incomplete 
or refused testimonies, that the past refuses to be seized by memory: it vanishes, 
gradually, yet inevitably. We can model literary or artistic work as a process that 
generates outlined fits for that which abstains to positive representation: for the 
indefeasible past as such. Next to remembering, the book and the photograph are 
also representative of the act of commemorating. The objects of this commemora-
tion, however, remain unseizable – as the following examples suggest.
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W.G. Sebald
W.G. Sebald’s texts talk of decaying, destroyed, misanthropic, or deserted 
landscapes, of war and ecological disaster, catastrophe and destruction, of the 
dying of individuals, as well as of collective death, of the vanishing of entire cul-
tures – but they also talk of the individual being forgotten and of entire worlds 
being forgotten similarly. This being forgotten then is the second, definite death. 
The lament (already stated in: Sebald, 2001) on the German affinity to push the 
past aside appears as the symptom of a general tendency to lose memory (Sebald, 
1995). The author forecasts in a rather pessimist way that this abandonment and 
loss of memory will also affect literature: Literature, as he continues, would then 
loose its contents because past as such is its main topic (Sebald, 1995).
Sebald’s books contain diverse photographic material – material of different 
provenience, some of them from the author’s private collection, but especially 
material taken from archives and documentaries, from books, journals, old photo 
albums, scientific and historical representations and other sources. The respec-
tive narratives respond to these pictures – frequently by telling their story or in 
other cases by clarifying what the relation of the representation and the text is – 
and yet, these pictures are not merely “illustrations”. More often they resist this 
notion visibly. Repeatedly, these texts deal with attempts to trigger processes of 
remembrance by looking at pictures – but these attempts are only temporarily 
successful as they ultimately fail. Photography and memory are tied together – 
but not in the sense that by conserving the captured moment photography can 
guarantee a “memorizability” but rather appearing under the aspect of its own 
timeliness (or temporal beateness, Zeitverfallenheit). Sebald transfers this diagno-
sis of volatility and unseizeability to those media of expression themselves. Instead 
of conserving past moments, they themselves volatilize. Initially, the represen-
tations already blur the image as they capture it; later on they decompose, are 
destroyed or lost. Sebald’s stories are media stories – and as such, stories about 
failing attempts to overcome time. In all texts, this timeliness (Zeitverfallenheit) 
is narrated. One example would be Dr. Henry Selwyn in “Die Ausgewanderten” 
(Sebald, 1994). Selwyn, presents slides of a past travel to Crete to a friend and the 
narrator, thereby presenting pictures of memories; silently and for a long time 
(“lange und schweigend”) they view a shot of the Lasithi plateau taken at midday 
(Sebald, 1994: 28) – continuing until the glass surrounding the slide cracks frac-
turing the picture that is being projected onto the canvas. Here time has destroyed 
the image itself. But the timeliness (Zeitverfallenheit) of pictures is also demon-
strated. The visual imagery accompanying the texts are often blurred and of a 
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rather bad quality. Additionally, many of them suggest that something is “missing”. 
(A few examples will follow later.)
“Austerlitz” is the story of the life of Jacques Austerlitz which assumes the 
form of a biographical report narrated by a different character than Austerlitz 
himself (Sebald, 2001). As a child, Austerlitz was sent to London from Prague 
(which at the time had already been occupied) by his Jewish mother Agàta to pro-
tect him from the Nazis. Agàta herself was deported to the Theresienstadt ghetto 
shortly afterwards where any trace of her was lost. Decades later, Austerlitz’s visit 
to Theresienstadt (Terezín) is presented by combining reprographed photogra-
phies with the narrator’s report. The spread following the description of Terezín, 
a rather ghostly and void place, is almost without any language at all. Only the 
first page carries half a sentence. Here, we see pictures of doors that are closed 
and weathered (Sebald, 2001: 276-279). A closed antique shop and its window 
display become an allegory of a locked archive of remembrance. The scarcely filled 
window displays appear to point to something past without revealing its secrets. 
They seem to be relics of life stories for which there is no other evidence avail-
able except the relics themselves. But the past, which has been stored in them, 
cannot be reconstructed. Moreover, the visible items of the Basar are only a part 
of the probably larger asset within the invisible inside of the building. Not only is 
it rather probable that the former owners of these objects are dead, but Terezín 
was probably the place of their death or the last place before death for them. The 
visitor’s endeavours to imagine the stories behind these objects – and death as 
the end of these stories – fails: he remains on the surface, in front of the glass 
windows.2 The objects listed here are either empty containers or allegories of tem-
porality and death. A prepared animal is mentioned, a moth-eaten squirrel with 
eyes made of glass.3 Later on it becomes obvious what the function of the squirrel 
motif is: the living squirrel – and only the living squirrel – epitomizes memory. As 
it is snowing Austerlitz wonders as a child whether squirrels can find their hoards 
in winter time.4
Obviously, he keeps on repeating this question rather disqueitedly. Hiding 
hoards metaphorically resembles the process of collecting memories. Finding one’s 
hoard under a cover of snow – a cover of time passed by – seems to be very diffi-
cult. And dead squirrels definitely cannot find their hoards any more. The squirrel 
in the window is a symbol for Austerlizt himself, the collector of memories, in 
more than one respect: its dead glass eyes and the fact that it has been prepared 
represent a state of coagulation, as is with Austerlitz and his loss of memory.
This loss is visualized by blurred images that can be regarded as maybe the 
most important visual strategy Sebald has developed in composing his text-photo-
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narratives. The shop windows of the Basar separate the spectator from the object 
of his curiosity – invisible and impervious like time separating the present from 
the past. This image is presented several times, similar to an image sequence with 
zooming effects. But instead of providing for a clear or at least clearer picture, 
the impression of blurredness is repeated and thus even stressed. For instance, 
a zoom effect is created as we first see a view of the 1st floor of the house façade 
with a door, four windows and the overarching shop sign (“BAZAR – Antikos – 
BAZAR”; Sebald, 2001: 280-281); this image is arranged on the fold in such a way 
that it looks like the 1st floor of this itself. Two shots of the shop’s window displays 
follow (no enlargement of the picture, but a picture shot from this close distance). 
Various objects which were not rendered clearly in the first picture become vis-
ible; however, the depicted objects remain somewhat blurred. Both close-ups are 
out of focus, and the window reflection interpolates two images to one, as a result 
of which the displays of the Bazar lose any recognizable features. In the second 
image, traits of the photographer are displayed. In this case, it is Sebald himself 
who is reflected in the shop window. However, a squirrel is not to be found in any 
of these images – which is why the reader feels challenged to search for it in all 
three photographs.5
The main characters in “The Emigrants” (Die Ausgewanderten) – the title 
of four narratives, into which many photos are also integrated – either resemble 
historical or fictitious figures. Only at first sight do these pictures seem to illus-
trate the content of the text. To make connections between the text and the images 
is possible, but these connections lack distinctiveness and are therefore rather 
ambiguous. On the one hand, the pictures appear to bear witness to (and even if 
this may only be that somebody or something existed that looked like so and so), 
on the other hand, Sebald clearly stages them as unreliable witnesses. The story 
of “Paul Bereyter” (Sebald, 1994) is reconstructed by compiling pictures from an 
old album, as well as other photographic material, which belong to the narrator. 
Various pictures are not meant to show, to denote something actual, but instead, 
they receive their meaning by bringing the act of not-showing – the act of erasing 
these actual references – to attention. With this in mind, a picture of train tracks 
accompanies the initial paragraph of the narrative report. However, regarding 
the report of Bereyter’s suicide on train tracks the picture only has an associative 
value. Obviously, a picture cannot depict what a man saw during his last seconds. 
Moreover, if it happens to be the case that this man put his glasses – without which 
he happened to be nearly blind – aside, before taking his life. The pictures we see of 
Bereyter are small and not necessarily impressive. One of the narrator’s comments 
addresses the fact that Bereyter's skinny appearance, which is attributed to the fact 
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that Bereyter was heavily depressed at the time the picture was taken, makes him 
appear as if he was about to vanish, which means, to become invisible. The narra-
tive report and the accompanying pictures do not suggest that they are revocations 
(or “Present Re-Makers”, “Vergegenwärtigungen”) of the dead Bereyter or the past. 
Much more, they are enactments of disappearings. They seal the unseizability of 
the past by various design strategies: the pictures are partially out of focus and 
the depicted images are so tiny, which renders their potential testimonies not very 
useful. The pictures have all been compiled from one album and present the visual 
part of a corpus which is otherwise invisible – and, one may keep in mind, that 
also a photo album is no exhaustive documentation of past life. The purposeful use 
of blurred images corresponds with the leitmotif of myopia, Paul Bereyter’s eye 
vision, and thereby his view of the world, has continuously been fogged up, even 
though he himself had always desired to have a possibly undisguised look at things.
Integrated into the “Henry Selwyn” story (Sebald, 1994) is the story of a 
mountaineer – here again, as part of Selwyn’s memory. During Selwyn’s child-
hood, the mountaineer Johannes Naegeli, was his friend and idol. Shortly after 
the outbreak of World War I, Naegeli had a deadly accident while hiking, prob-
ably because he fell into a crevasse of the Aar glacier. His body was nowhere to 
be found afterwards. The narrative report – a mediated report, because the main 
narrator, a tenant of Selwyn, describes Selwyn’s memories – is accompanied by 
a photo of the Aar glacier. Of course there is no sign of the disappeared Naegeli 
in this image; the only thing we see is his disappearing. Selwyn does not con-
tinue to tell this story but the main narrator will return to it. When he does so, 
Selwyn, the medium of memory concerning the deceased mountaineer, is already 
dead. In 1986, the narrator travels through Switzerland and makes a stop in Bern. 
As he catches sight of the Oberland mountains, he is reminded of Dr. Selwyn. 
Only a little later, as he is paging through the “Lausanner Zeitung”, he reads a 
newspaper article reporting that the body of Johannes Naegeli has been found 
after more than 70 years (Sebald, 1994: 36). The narrator’s remark talks of the 
revocation or return of the dead: “This is the way the dead return” – sometimes 
after seven decades and reduced to a handful of bones and a pair of nailed shoes 
(Sebald, 1994: 36-37). The last segment of the last sentence (p. 37 of the German 
original text) looks like a caption underneath the not entirely reproduced (par-
tially cropped) newspaper sheet. The story of the glacier that releases the bodily 
remains of a human after a long time period, reminds – without a doubt purpose-
fully – of the story of a Swedish mountaineer who was engulfed by the depths 
of the glacier but reappeared after decades, told by Gotthilf Heinrich Schubert, 
Johann Peter Hebel and E.T.A. Hoffmann with different accentuations. While the 
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corpse of the mountaineer is supposed to have retained his juvenile appearance, 
nothing remains of Naegeli except for bones and shoes. “This is the way the dead 
return” – “So also kehren sie wieder, die Toten” – that is, if stressing the “So”: as 
empty forms. This is emphasized by technical means, as the reproduced news 
sheet depicts the Aar glacier but not the recovered bones. One can see a man who 
is bending towards the ground, maybe seeking. The caption accompanying the 
newspaper image reads: “Le Glacier de l’Aar. Qui vient de rendre un guide décédé 
an 1914.” But the photo only shows the glacier, not the place of discovery.
At first sight, the pictures utilized by Sebald are “documents”, “witnesses”, but 
they fail to give any evidence. In a paradox way, they make the invisibility of the 
invisible visible. Sebald reminds us similarly of the inmemorability of the forgot-
ten. One of Sebald’s main motifs is the tombstone: it is the metaphor for his books. 
Tombstones do not allow for a vivid memory; they are part of a cult of remember-
ing that is not bound to any memory in the long term.
Monika Maron
The combination of text and photographs has become a sort of literary sub-
genre in the last decades. And a number of other writers are also indebted to the 
idea of turning a book into a memorial for that which cannot be remembered – 
and of visualizing this idea by the bad quality of photographs added to the text. In 
her book “Pawels Briefe” (1999) Monika Maron deals with an episode of her life 
(Maron, 1999). The grandfather of the first person narrator (an autobiographi-
cal narrator) is a victim of the Nazis because of his Jewish descent. Although his 
non-Jewish wife Josefa has not been killed violently, the repressions against her 
may have led to a premature and sad death. Among the four children of Pawel and 
Josefa there is Hella, the mother of the narrator. Letters of her grandfather Pawel 
Iglarz have triggered a desire in the narrator who has found these letters rather 
late in order to reconstruct their past. Maron quotes excerpts of these letters. She 
attempts to reconstruct her grandparents’ life based on the available information 
– information mainly received from her mother Hella. However, it becomes obvi-
ous that this attempt is rather futile. Hella is an unreliable witness; many of her 
memories differ from those of her daughter, and apparently she has temporarily 
forgotten parts of her past and her family history completely. Thereby, the tiered 
report conveys the insight that all memory is bounded, subjective and depends on 
the perspective angle. “Pawels Briefe” arranges narrative report and reproductions 
of photos. These pictures are depicted completely and later on single, enlarged 
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regions of these images appear as if the reader was approaching them. But the 
zoom does not permeate the surface, on the contrary, it heightens the awareness 
for this surface. Despite the zoom effect, the pictures do not reveal their secrets. If 
at all, the depicted people are objects of hypothetical reconstructions of what the 
narrator admits, i.e. while she is viewing a picture of her great grandfather Juda 
Leijb Sendrowitsch Iglarz.6
Maron’s book seems like a memory book for her grandparents – and yet it 
is mainly a book about forgetting. The narrator views the photos, among other 
things, which show her as a young child and fails to connect these images with 
clear memories; the majority of thoughts concerning the depicted situation 
remain speculations (Maron, 1999: 164). Her memory fails her when reconstruct-
ing concrete events – and she refutes childlike first person narrators because she 
distrusts them.7 Her continous attempts to define herself, and to explore why she 
is the way she is, have generated different answers in the course of her life coin-
ciding with various reinventions of herself. Others have experienced this as well. 
The visit of a researching Dutch TV-team is the occasion on which, according to 
Maron, her mother Hella discovers a box with old letters, which Hella herself par-
tially wrote, partially must have read – and which she cannot recall. She is highly 
irritated by that deficiency of personal memory.8 The temporal dependence of all 
memories – the fact that memories themselves are never definitely shaped but 
always subjected to temporality and change – cause the remembered moments 
to bleach, to fade out successively until only blanks are left – this is also the tenor 
of Maron’s book. As a narrator, she fills these gaps with invented stories from the 
everyday life of her grandparents; i.e. 32-33. But this is only a substitute. Not even 
her own life can be connected to a definite memory.9
Peter Henisch
Peter Henisch also writes about his family history in “Die kleine Figur meines 
Vaters” (different editions: 1975, 1987, 2003, Quotes from 2008). As “Austerlitz” 
deals with the death of his mother, “Pawels Briefe” with the death of his grandpar-
ents, Henisch’s book is a book filled with memories about and of his father. “Die 
kleine Figur meines Vaters” is based on cross-generational dialogues similar to 
“Pawels Briefe”: The foundation, especially recorded discussions with the father, 
were collected during the father’s last phase of life.
Photos play various roles in this book. On the one hand, they accompany 
the narrator’s report as documents, and therefore link the narrative’s time to a 
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visual body. On the other hand, they are connected to the father in a special way 
because he himself was a photographer and left many pictures behind. This cor-
pus appears to provide the pictures for the book, even if this is only mentioned in 
a significantly laconic way. We aren’t told why exactly these images were chosen. 
Henisch’s father was a war reporter and, without actually being a national-social-
ist, had worked for the propaganda ministry. Celebrated for his spectacular field 
reports, he continued to work as a press photographer after the war. The pictures 
in the book don’t depict the father, they show what the father took pictures of. 
As such, they are remote and close at the same time; we can’t see him, but a for a 
moment we can see with his eyes – into the past.
Henisch’s book deals with the topic of remembering (and forgetting) on mul-
tiple levels: the son remembers the father and raises, in the form of a book, a 
monument for him. However, this monument isn’t as much worshipful as it is 
dissolving. The father, in his role as eye-witness, represents memories of the war 
time, yet at the same time he belongs to a generation that does not necessarily 
want to remember their experiences. Significant is the loose relation between text 
and image. On the one hand, it seems as if they were chosen rather arbitrarily 
and represent other possible pictures; in other words, they each represent a cer-
tain type of picture: the photo of the battlefield, the front line, the picture of the 
population, the photo of the soldier’s bride (“Soldatenbraut”), etc... On the other 
hand, the photographic reproductions trigger a peculiar (and certainly intended) 
effect. Despite their anonymity, the spectator is interested in the suddenly appear-
ing faces. He immediately is aware of this and also of the fact that he will never 
know who the depicted people are. The photos are like witnesses that refuse to 
give evidence.
Henisch quotes the institution of documentary photography, photography 
assuming the role of a witness, by using these pictures. However, this potential 
to bear witness is questioned – and therefore he also questions the possibility 
of having to look at the past. Various aspects of why photographic documen-
tary of the past is rather questionable and unreliable are reflected in the book: 
First, the photographer’s perspective, as well as the moments he has captured are 
contingent; the example of the press photographer reveals how uncontrollable 
the circumstances are under which a picture is taken. Additionally, the photog-
rapher manipulates his photos. All those who only see the pictures can merely 
retrieve incomplete information, moreover, there are staged and faked snapshots. 
Without the continuity of an individual or collective memory as a frame or basis, 
the relationship of the pictures to their referents dissolve in the course of time; the 
umbilical cord – by all means a phantasmatic one – vanishes.
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Christian Boltanski
The installation artist Christian Boltanski mainly works with black and white 
photos, which he photographs again, enlarges and additionally distorts the origi-
nals by stark light/dark contrasts. He utilizes photos of anonymous people, which 
he has not shot himself but rather found at flea markets or in old family albums. 
The majority of the installed pictures show faces; eventually, parts of the pictures 
are enlarged, reducing the images to only the eye area. By using, redoing and 
installing obviously old pictures, the artist points to the time span that lies between 
the moment captured and the present moment in which an observer is aware of 
the image. Several photo-installations are explicitly dedicated to the dead. Some 
of them resemble gravesides, cenotaphs, or rituals of mourning. By means of pho-
tography, Boltanski deals with memory, and especially with the remembering of 
the dead. But he deals with this remembering regarding the aspect of its own 
temporality. The faces on the pictures of his photo-installations are not simply 
pictures of the dead but pictures of nameless dead, of persons who not only van-
ished but whose very history is lost as well. The spectator, who is used to relate 
photos to stories due to his private use of photos, and who is particularly familiar 
with the use of photos for reminding himself of those relatives, friends and other 
persons who are absent or even dead, is thereby reminded of the contingency, 
instability, and the temporal parameters of memory. (A number of installations 
refer to the Holocaust by means of photographic material – a theme with which 
the artist has been occupied again and again.10) 
The spatial installation “La réserve des Suisses morts” (Boltanski, 2007) 
resembles photo collections. Many tin boxes (tin cookie jars) are piled up to form 
a rectangle that scrapes the ceiling. Attached to each box are portrait photos 
Boltanski adopted from death notices. The boxes are not labelled, the depicted 
have no names. Moreover, the boxes cannot be opened because they are stacked 
on one another and the top ones (which almost touch the ceiling) are too high to 
be reached. The motif of the inaccessible box within the arrangement suggests 
a secret which eludes any direct access – an unreconstructible life story of the 
people depicted.
The project “La vie impossible” was carried out as installation as well as 
book project (Boltanski, 2001). We see assembled objects of memories which 
are linked to a person – to Boltanski himself, as it seems. The different state-
ments are printed onto black cardboards. Different gradients of gray are used 
for text colors. These are accompanied by photos depicting messy arrangements 
of things. Among these are letters, IDs and other documents that explicitly and 
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recognizably refer to Boltanski: correspondence that address him, hand written 
blurbs by Boltanski himself – official, professional and private. In this archive, 
everything lies around in a mess. At first sight, the close arrangement of text and 
picture elements suggests that the one may illustrate and explain the other. This 
is not the case. The blurred focus of the picture elements deserves attention in 
this respect. The pictures are printed onto semi-transparent paper and are there-
fore automatically out of focus. (But the pictures used were already out of focus 
before they were printed.) This fuzziness corresponds to the unseizability of that 
which one aims to remember – in this case: the artist himself. Boltanski (who is 
still alive) is the author of these texts and as such wrote the script for this ficti-
tious remembrance of himself. Anonymous voices talk about him – rephrasing 
and -staging the introductory motto: (1) “woran sie sich erinnern” (“ce dont ils se 
souviennent”/“what people remember about him”). Some of the “witnesses” seem 
to have liked “Boltanski”, others seem to have been not so fond of him. Some were 
close to him, others were not. None of the remarks appear trustworthy in this 
context; they contradict one another, often appearing as if they deal with different 
people. This is how the anti-portrait of the artist as a dead man is created. A “wit-
ness” making a “post mortem” statement: 
I didn’t know him very well, he was just a passing silhouette, a small slightly hunched 
man, now I regret not having spoken to him but probably wouldn’t have had anything 
to say to him. (Boltanski, 2001: 91)11
The collaged materials show multiple works of the artist, as well as photos of 
these works. The life of Boltanski, which cannot be presented positively – that is 
affirmatively – is manifest as a trace within his works. These traces also adhere to 
temporal orders and are not long lasting monuments which the artist has created 
for himself. This notion is especially present in the (bad) quality of the pictures. It 
is not only the lack of “appropriate” images, if the testimonies of witnesses have 
nothing binding to say about a person because this same person, considering the 
way she/he presents her/himself in public, is not a reliable witness for that what 
constituted his/her character. Repeatedly, the topic shifts towards those issues 
which explicitly were not to be extracted from Boltanski.
– “He seemed very shy, he never looked at you straight in the eye, what I didn’t like 
about him was that he never looked sincere.” (Boltanski, 2001: 11)
– “As a child he was very quiet and sat for hours without moving or speaking.” 
(Boltanski 2001: 15)
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– “He spoke so much about his childhood, told me so many untrue anecdotes about 
his family that, as he often repeated, he no longer knew what was true and what was 
false, he no longer had any childhood memories at all.” (Boltanski, 2001: 10)12
Thus, the meaning of individual and collective memory is not denied, but it 
seems questionable, whether this call for memory can be answered. Boltanski’s 
photo installations in particular remind us of the borders of remembrance. The 
material for these installations explicitly employs pictures of deceased individuals.
Boltanski’s credo: We can not save anything from decay. And so the artist has 
to preserve things while being conscious of their timeliness. One can create and 
fill many archives, but it is impossible to preserve life (Boltanski, 2007: 65).
Some concluding remarks
In which respect are the examples of Sebald, Maron, Henisch, and Boltanski 
related to the topic of conflict zones? What kind of fragility is characteristic of 
them? And do they actually intend to mediate any conflict? The works presented 
altogether point to broad and fundamental zones of conflict: firstly, reference is 
made to conflicts concerning the process of memorizing the past. In the stories 
told or sketched, there is a strong tension between the attempt to remember and 
the fear of memories. With regard to “Austerlitz” the protagonist’s search for his 
mother’s fate should not be mistaken as the simple, positive desire to get hold of 
her traces; it is, actually, always connected with the anticipatory horror caused by 
the possible result of that research. Does Austerlitz really want to throw glances 
into the past? Isn’t he afraid of what one might call a Medusa effect – of possible 
images of terror and death?
Secondly, there are conflicts with regard to the relation of the present time 
toward history in general: the works of artists and authors such as Boltanski and 
Sebald call to mind the tension between the wish to know as much as possible 
about the past on the one hand, and the impossibility of bearing such knowledge 
on the other hand. They remind us of the postulate to commemorate – and at the 
same time of the impossibility of recalling the past – an inevitable loss of memory 
which is ambiguous: an obstacle and a gift, dependent on the viewer’s individual 
perspective.
Thirdly, such works of art and literature point to tensions within the self: 
On the one hand, there is a strong desire to get hold of pictures of oneself, on the 
other hand, all pictures show but an alien self, a double, seen from the perspec-
tive of the others, from the outside, from a remote time. Reflecting oneself in a 
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photograph can mean to encounter oneself but also to lose oneself, to experience 
self-alienation. Represented by multiple, metamorphotic and blurred pictures, 
the self remains enigmatic; represented by clear pictures, it is “identified” in an 
inadequate way.13
More abstractly spoken, there are different conflicts reflected in the books 
presented:
–  a conflict between presence and a phantasmagoric past. There are no living 
memories, just traces of events that cannot be clearly reconstructed – and 
of the dead who cannot be resurrected.
–  a conflict between the living and the dead, the latter playing the double 
role of innocent victims and the guilty ones. Whoever cares for the vic-
tims of the past also has to face the assassins. Austerlitz exemplarily faces 
this experience. While looking for his mother’s image he has also to face 
Terezín.
–  a conflict between the different and sometimes multiple selves who con-
stitute every character. This plurality is represented by photographs, as 
every photo taken from a person can be regarded as his double, belonging 
to another moment and hinting at the fact that timeliness implies dis-
sociation. Photos do not just show the self, but the self as “another”, as 
somebody who has already got lost in the course of time.
Blurred photographs stimulate imagination – and so one might say that 
these pictures in particular suggest that there is an imaginary life of what they 
show, a phantasmagoric life of the images themselves. But this, again, leads to 
new conflicts: between the subject that once was photographed and the subject 
the spectator “sees” on the photo paper. Sometimes the narratives underline this 
tension, sometimes they even stress it – taking the side of imagination and using 
the photos in order to visualize fictitious stories. Sebald’s, Maron’s, Henisch’s, and 
Boltanski’s text-and-image arrangements reflect those tensions, they do not medi-
ate them. Thus they represent the self-interpretation of art as an instance that 
makes conflicts visible without suggesting any option for mediation. The project 
of representing tensions and conflicts without trying to solve them raises an inner 
conflict of art itself, as it produces an inevitable tension between optimism and 
pessimism with regard to the effects of art. It may be just this inner conflict that 
is visualized by the blurred images in the books presented: pictures that show 
something, but at the same time prevent identification – pictures that appeal to 
the reader and at the same time frustrate his regards – pictures that doubt and 
reject communication.
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NOTES
1. Translated by Neil Hickey.
2. “Der ANTIKOS BAZAR ist außer einem winzigen Lebensmittelladen, soviel ich sehen konnte, 
sagte Austerlitz, ziemlich das einzige Geschäft in Terezín. Es nimmt die ganze Vorderfront eines 
der größten Häuser ein und geht, glaube ich, auch weit in die Tiefe. Sehen konnte ich freilich nur, 
was in den Auslagen zur Schau gestellt war und gewiß nicht mehr als einen geringen Teil des im 
Inneren des Bazars aufgehäuften Trödels ausmachte. Aber selbst diese vier, offenbar vollkom-
men willkürlich zusammengestellten Stilleben, die auf eine, wie es den Anschein hatte, naturhafte 
Weise hineingewachsen waren in das schwarze, in den Scheiben sich spiegelnde Astwerk der rings 
um den Stadtplatz stehenden Linden, hatten für mich eine derartige Anziehungskraft, daß ich 
mich von ihnen lange nicht losreißen konnte und, die Stirn gegen die kalte Scheibe gepreßt, die 
hundert verschiedenen Dinge studierte, als müßte aus irgendeinem von ihnen, oder aus ihrem 
Bezug zueinander, eine eindeutige Antwort sich ableiten lassen auf die vielen, nicht auszudenken-
den Fragen, die mich bewegten.” (Sebald, 2001: 282-283)
 “As far as I could see, said Austerlitz, the ANTIKOS BAZAR is the only shop of any kind in Terezín 
apart from a tiny grocery store. It occupies the entire façade of one of the largest buildings, and I 
think its vaults reach back a long way as well. Of course I could see nothing but the items on dis-
play in the windows, which can have amounted to only a small part of the junk heaped up inside 
the shop. But even these four still lifes obviously composed entirely at random, which appeared to 
have grown quite naturally into the black branches of the lime trees standing around the square 
and reflected in the glass of the windows, exerted such a power of attraction to me that it was a 
long time before I could tear myself away from staring at the hundreds of different objects, my 
forehead pressed against the cold window, as if one of them or their relationship with each other 
must provide an unequivocal answer to the many questions I found it impossible to ask in my 
mind.” (Sebald, 2001: 194-195)
3. “[...] auf einem Aststummel hockend, dieses ausgestopfte, stellenweise schon vom Mottenfraß 
verunstaltete Eichhörnchen, das sein gläsernes Knopfauge unerbittlich auf mich gerichtet hielt.” 
(Sebald, 2001: 284)
 “And then there was the stuffed squirrel, already moth-eaten here and there, perched on the stump 
of a branch in a showcase the size of a shoebox, which had its beady button eye implacably fixed 
on me [...]”. (Sebald, 2001: 196)
4. “Aber wenn alles weiß sein wird, wie wissen dann die Eichhörnchen, wo sie ihren Vorrat verborgen 
haben?” (Sebald, 2001: 295)
 “But if it’s all white, how do the squirrels know where they’ve buried their hoard?” (Sebald, 2001: 
204)
5. The squirrel itself is not clearly visible in the photos: In the middle space of one photo showing 
one of the shop windows (Austerlitz 196) there is a hardly identifiable object that might be a small 
stuffed animal. However, the reader finds in the photos also unexpected objects: One blurred 
image shows the image of the photographer itself, reflected by the shop window: an image of 
Sebald, the author, taking the picture (Sebald, 2001: 197).
6. “Sooft ist das Gesicht meines Urgroßvaters betrachtet habe, glaubte ich, ein sehr feines Lächeln 
darin zu finden. Erst seit ich ernsthaft darüber nachdenke, warum mein Großvater seinen Glauben 
und damit seine Familie verlassen hat, bin ich unsicher, ob das Lächeln nicht eine Täuschung ist. 
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Selbst wenn ich eine Lupe zu Hilfe nehme, kann ich es nicht entscheiden. Manchmal lächelt er 
und manchmal lächelt er nicht.” (Maron, 1999: 27-28)
 “Whenever I looked at my great-grandfather’s face, I believed I detected a faint smile. Once since I 
have begun to ponder seriously the question of why my grandfather abandoned his faith, and with 
it, his family, did it occur to me that this smile was a deception. Even under a magnifying glass, 
I can’t be sure.” (Maron, 2002:15-16)
7. “Ich erinnere mich wenig an meine Kindheit und habe trotzdem eine genaue Vorstellung von ihr.” 
(Maron, 1999: 165)
 “I remember little about my childhood, yet I have a clear image of it.” (Maron, 2002: 113)
8. “Unsere Fähigkeit zu vergessen empfinden wir oft nur als die Unfähigkeit, uns zu erinnern. Das 
Vergessen steht unter Verdacht, dem Bösen und Schlechten in uns dienstbar zu sein. Vergessen 
bedeutet Schuld oder körperliches Versagen. Die Willkür, mit der etwas über unser Wollen hin-
weg entscheidet, ob eine Erinnerung in uns auffindbar oder in den Kellern unseres Gedächtnisses 
für eine Zeit oder sogar für immer verschlossen bleibt, erscheint uns unergründlich und ist schon 
darum unheimlich. Als meine Mutter sich an einen Briefwechsel, in dem es um ihr Leben ging, 
nicht erinnern konnte, war das Vergessen in der öffentlichen Meinung gerade zu einem Synonym 
für Verdrängung und Lüge geschrumpft. Aber das Vergessen meiner Mutter war unschuldig, 
jedenfalls mußte es in den Augen der Welt dafür gelten. Trotzdem empfand meine Mutter es als 
schuldhaft, wenigstens als unzulässig.” (Maron, 1999: 11f.)
 “We often sense our ability to forget merely as an inability to remember. We suspect forgetting of 
serving our evil and depraved nature. Forgetting means either guilt or physical decline. The arbi-
trariness with which something makes a decision over and against our will, whether a memory 
remains hidden for a while or lingers in the subterranean world of our mind or even whether it will 
remain sealed for ever, is unfathomable and therefore frightening. At the time my mother couldn’t 
recall that correspondence in which her life was at stake, forgetting in the public opinion had just 
shrivelled to a synonym for repression and lying. However, my mother’s forgetting was innocent, 
at least that is how it had to be presented to the world. And yet my mother considered it to be 
blameworthy, at the very least inadmissible.” (Maron, 2002: 4)
9. “Ich kann oft nicht unterscheiden, ob ich mich wirklich erinnere oder ob ich mich an eine meine 
Alter und Verständnis angepaßte Neuinszenierung meiner Erinnerung erinnere.” (Maron, 1999: 
167)
 “In many instances, I can’t distinguish between things I really remember and things that exist in 
my mind, adjusted only to my age and understanding as a reproduction.” (Maron, 2002: 114)
10. In a treatise, Aleida Assmann interprets Boltanski’s pictures as reflections of processes of remem-
bering and forgetting. Boltanski, according to Assmann, reminds us of the memorial function of 
photos. But especially the fragility of Memoria is highlighted. His pictures raise awareness that 
capacities of remembering are themselves bound to time (Assmann, 2007).
11. “Ich habe ihn nicht gut gekannt, eine vorbeiziehende Silhouette, ein kleiner, leicht nach vorn 
gebeugter Mann, jetzt bedauere ich, daß ich nicht mit ihm gesprochen habe, aber ich hätte wahrs-
cheinlich nicht gewußt, was ich ihm hätte sagen sollen.” (Boltanski, 2001: 91)
12. “Er wirkte sehr schüchtern, er scheute einem nie gerade in die Augen, was ich an ihm nicht 
mochte war, daß er nie offen wirkte.” (Boltanski, 2001: 11) – “Als Kind war er sehr still, stun-
denlang rührte er sich nicht und sprach kein Wort.” (Boltanski, 2001: 15) – “Er hatte so viel über 
seine Kindheit geredet, so viele falsche Anekdoten über seine Familie erzählt, daß er zuguterletzt, 
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wie er wiederholt sagte, nicht mehr wußte, was richtig und was falsch war, und überhaupt keine 
Kindheitserinnerungen mehr hatte.” (Boltanski, 2001: 10)
13. One already mentioned episode in “Austerlitz” evidently refers to this experience: Standing in 
front of the closed antiquity shop which allegorically represents the past escaping from Austerlitz 
(and which is therefore represented by extraordinarily bad pictures), the visitor seems to take 
photographs of that shop: those which are printed in the book. A close look at the book’s pages 
reveals, that the photographer’s blurred mirror-image can be seen in one of the pictures taken. 
(It is actually Sebald himself, who take the photos and whose face can be detected here in a ghostly 
shape.) 
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